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Fighting fascismandthepassivitymyth
In2001IstudiedYiddishinLondon.DuringoneofmycoursesentitledYiddishforHistorians,wewerediscussingtheso-calledyizkerbikher,memorialbookswrittenaftertheSecondWorldWar
thatdescribethehistoryandultimatedestructionof local Jewish
communities inEasternEurope.Afellowstudent,whohadstudiedthe
memorialbookonBełchatówinPoland,toldusthat itcontainedthe
storyofaJewishvolunteerfromthatcitywhohadleft tofight inthe
InternationalBrigades.
SoonafterwardsIdiscoveredthatLondonUniversity’sSOASlibrary
heldcopiesofseveralYiddishmemoirsof Jewishvolunteers. Idecided
todevotemyself tostudyingthistopic, inparticulartheNaftaliBotwin
Company,aJewishunit foundedon12December1937withinthePolish
DombrowskiBrigadeontheinstigationof Jewishcommunists inParis,
mostofthemmigrantsfromPoland.
Researchingthetopic, twothingsstruckme:thehighnumberof
Jewishvolunteers intheInternationalBrigades,andthewaythatthe
Holocaust isthemainprismthat isusedtoexplainandevaluatetheir
participationintheSpanishCivilWar.
Thestruggleofthevolunteersof Jewishdescent isoftenpresentedas
the firstactof Jewishresistanceagainst fascistanti-semitismand,
ultimately,againstHitler(Franco’sally inSpain),andtheNazi
exterminationpolicythatculminatedintheHolocaust.
MuchofwhathasbeenwrittenabouttheJewishvolunteerstherefore
placesthemwithinalarger Jewishresistancenarrativethataimsto
counterthemythof Jewishpassivity inthefaceoftheNazionslaught.
Thelargeproportionof Jewishvolunteers isofteninterpretedas
indicativeofaspecific Jewishmotivationtofight inSpain.However,my
viewisthatthismainlyreflectedtherelatively largeproportionof Jews
activeinthesocialistandcommunistmovementsatthetime.
Iexpandedmystudiestoanswertwokeyquestions.Towhatextent
didJewishnessandJewishconcernsmatterduringtheSpanishCivil
War?AndwhywasaJewishcompanyfoundedintheInternational
Brigades?
Afterseveralyearsofresearchtheresult isabook, ‘Jewish
Volunteers, theInternationalBrigadesandtheSpanishCivilWar’, in
whichIexplorethemeaningoftheparticipationof Jewishvolunteers in
Spainbothduringandaftertheconflict.
Whatdoesitactuallymeantospeakabout ‘Jewishvolunteers’? It is
certainlytruethatmanyEasternEuropeanJewishvolunteers
consideredthemselvestobepartofaJewishnationalminority intheir
homecountries,orwereregardedassuch.Butthatdoesnot
automatically implythattheirmotivationtogoandfight inSpainwas
specifically Jewish; inmanycasestheirswasanideologicalchoice.
WhywastheBotwinCompanyformed?Again, thecompany’sshort-
livedhistoryshouldfirstandforemostbeseenwithinthecontextof
Jewishparticipationinthecommunistandsocialistmovements.
Yettherewasanothercrucial reasonforthecompany’sformation:the
existenceofanti-semiticstereotypesabout ‘Jewishcowardice’.These
hadalonghistoryandwerefounded,amongotherthings,on
allegationsof Jewishdraftevasion.
TheBotwinCompanyservedtoemancipateJewishvolunteersasworthysoldiers,equaltotheirPolishcomradesinarms, justasJewishsoldiershipingeneralhadalwaysbeenlinkedtothe
projectofemancipation.Withinthiscontext, theformationofthe
BotwinCompanywasultimatelyawaytopropagateJewishequality in
battle,especiallywithinaPolish-Jewishcontext.
It is impossibletospeakoftheexperienceof Jewishvolunteers,
duringoraftertheSpanishCivilWar,withoutaddressingthetwogreat
mythsthathaveloomedsolargeovertheirparticipationandlegacy:
thatof Jewishcowardice,andthatof Jewishpassivityduringthe
Holocaust.
Spainmightnothavebeentheplacewhereasingularcategoryof
Jewishvolunteerfoughtabattleagainstthefuturemurderersoftheir
people,asmanycontemporaryobserverswouldhaveit.But itwasthe
placewheretheyfoughtoneoftheclassicanti-semiticstereotypesof
the19thand20thcenturies: thatoftheJewasacoward,ofsomeone
whowillshyawayfromaction.
Inthatsense,thevolunteers,asrecountedinmybook,whetherthey
wereself-consciously Jewishornot,constituteoneofthemany
chapters intheongoingprojectof Jewishmodernityasitunfoldedfrom
thelate18thcenturyonwards.
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